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One of Costa Rica's oldest and most prestigious state-run banks, the Banco Anglo Costarricense,
closed Sept. 14, after registering operating losses of more than US$100 million over the past year.
Thirteen bank officials have been charged with fraud and mismanagement, while more than 1,700
workers were left idle by the bank's closing.
Shortly after President Jose Maria Figueres took office in May, his administration directly intervened
in the operations of the Banco Anglo Costarricense (BAC), the third most important state-owned
bank in Costa Rica. At that time, government officials charged that the bank was more than US$67
million in the red as a result of illegal and unsound financial transactions that took place under the
previous government of Rafael Angel Calderon. Then, in July, former BAC director Fernando Castro
was detained at the international airport and held for questioning by security forces in an incident
the Supreme Court subsequently ruled unconstitutional.
At that time, opposition leaders of the Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC) charged that Castro's
arrest was part of a harassment campaign by the governing Partido de Liberacion Nacional (PLN)
to discredit the previous government. Finally, on Sept. 14, President Figueres announced the
closing of the 123-year-old BAC as a result of the massive losses caused by "a chain of speculative
investments."
Figueres reported that the bank had lost a total of US$101 million in little more than a year's time
as a result of questionable financial ventures and outright embezzlement. The president said that
the losses were too great for BAC to recover from, and that the government does not want to pass
the debt on to the other state-run banks since that would threaten the stability of the state banking
system. However, Figueres assured bank customers that they would not be negatively affected by
the closing since the state would guarantee repayment of all savings and checking account funds
owed to clients.
Since the closing, charges of embezzlement, illegal enrichment, and falsifying of records have been
brought against 13 of the 14 BAC directors, and against two Chilean brothers, Jose Luis and Mariano
Lopez Gomez. The two Chileans are charged with selling the bank Venezuelan debt bonds in a
venture that resulted in a US$55 million loss for the bank when the bonds' value dropped on the
international market. The two brothers were also accused of selling the bank companies whose
value had been artificially inflated.
Meanwhile, hundreds of the 1,774 former BAC employees have been demonstrating in front of the
closed bank offices, demanding that the BAC be reopened as a development bank, which would
channel funds from other banks to help finance small- and medium-sized businesses. BAC union
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leader Enrique Zuniga said the bank was closed as a result of "political considerations" of the
Figueres government, and insisted that there were ways to recapitalize the bank. Ex-president
Rodrigo Carazo (1978-1982) said that the current Figueres administration "had ceded to the
pressures of international financial organizations," which have long promoted privatization of
state-run enterprises. Carazo called the BAC closing "the first step in dismantling the state banking
system," nationalized about 50 years ago by former president Jose Figueres Ferrer, father of the
current president.
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